Standardised testing in early childhood education has a direct impact on how teachers teach. In 2016, Western Australian early childhood teachers were invited to complete a questionnaire to provide feedback on their perceptions of standardised testing in the context of the Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (EYLF) implementation. Findings from 365 teachers showed that standardised testing was not aligned with the EYLF, but rather with a governmentmandated formal literacy assessment regime that overshadowed teachers' implementation of the framework and diminished opportunities for children to learn literacy through play-based learning approaches.
Both instruments provide the federal and state/territory governments with descriptive statistics (quantitative measures that show the number and percentages of students at each "progression" point). This data is now linked to primary schools' Year 3 NAPLAN performance. In WA, schools have the option, at their own cost, to extend the OEAL to include Modules 2 and 3 for children in Years 1 and 2 respectively, and in 2017, Module 4 was introduced to assess Year 2 students with well-developed skills and understandings. The initial cost of approximately $50 per assessment provides part-payment towards the cost of employing a relief teacher to replace the PP teacher while he/she conducts the interviews.
The data is used to hold schools to account and is included in school annual reports (Department of Education, 2015) .
Schools provide evidence that quality ECE is being delivered by showing students' progress in English over time using progression/developmental points. OEAL/PIPS also assists wholeschool planning to achieve school targets by providing baseline information about what children can do in terms of literacy (Wildy & Styles, 2008) , and a literacy profile of a given class, from which an appropriate curriculum can be planned, and against which progress can be measured (Tymms & Merrel, 2009 ). It is envisaged by primary school administration that this data will guide teachers' professional judgements on how best to prepare children for school-based literacy activities (Department of Education WA, 2015) . The OEAL/PIPS is employed as a screening tool so that early intervention can be initiated for children deemed at risk in aspects of literacy learning (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA], 2009). It is also used to predict future school performance (Salinger, 2003) .
A review of the instruments shows many similarities. Both instruments: assess English foundation literacy skills to provide a baseline score to show where students "are at"; provide a user guide/manual; stipulate texts and downloadable resources for the literacy "interview"; require IT infrastructure; require data to be submitted by the teacher via an online system; and ensure that an online diagnostic standardised report providing data pertaining to student, class and school performance is readily available. The PIPS assessments can also be used to make comparisons between school, state and territory student cohorts (Northern Territory Government, 2010) . The same methodology for NAPLAN is applied to OEAL: individual student progress from OEAL to Year 3 NAPLAN is reported.
A critical review of OEAL/PIPS highlights that they are norm-referenced (evaluating and grading the literacy learning of children by judging and ranking them against the performance of their peers) and devoid of opportunities for children to express cultural and linguistic diversity. Additional concerns reported in the literature include the fact that standardised testing of literacy in WA is focused on an outdated definition of literacy (Yelland, Lee, O'Rourke & Harrison, 2008) . This is causing a narrowing and escalation of curricula (Reid, 2009) , and is favouring a particular developmental pathway (National Association of Early Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education, 2008). Leiding (2012) also observes that young children's skills are still developing rapidly and differently, and that to expect all children to have acquired the same skills and knowledge creates unrealistic expectations that lead to one-size-fits-all teaching. Notably, child-initiated "play"considered a driving force in the development of literacy and a leading activity to explore agency in literacy learningis not a measurable entity, and therefore is increasingly not used to support literacy learning (Dowling & O'Malley, 2009 ).
In addition, there is little transparency in the assessment process: it is not publicly advertised that the assessment is non-compulsory, and parents/guardians do not need to provide formal consent. Furthermore, parents/guardians do not attend the assessment sessions and are not necessarily informed of the results (Salinger, 2003) . With the introduction of additional modules and correlation between PP and NAPLAN data (for tracking purposes and for generating school reports), there is significant concern that children are "over-tested".
Presently, there are no safeguards in place: it is at the direction of the primary school principal how the assessments are conducted. Relevant to this research project are findings that provide insight into teachers' perceptions of OEAL/PIPSperceptions that may not be shared with others at their school.
Methodology
This research is located within a constructionist framework, which emphasises the active participation of human beings to construct knowledge and meaning as they engage with the world that they are interpreting (Crotty, 1998) . Ethical permission to conduct the research project was granted through the Murdoch University Human Ethics Research Committee, and it adhered to National Guidelines for Human Research.
The project's self-administered online teacher questionnaire enabled a large number of interested teachers with a range of perspectives to respond to pre-developed items (closed and open-ended) focused on the three research questions. The questionnaire design was based on the Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) instrument (OECD, 2008) . TALIS is the first international research study to focus on the learning environment and the working conditions of teachers in schools across the global context: its questionnaire instrument offered teachers the opportunity to provide their perspectives on school education and policy matters. Relevant to this study, the TALIS instrument sought to provide data and analyses on the conditions needed for effective teaching and learning. While the TALIS focus was on lower secondary schools, many items were relevant to the early years of schooling. Hence, the TALIS-based questionnaire used in this study was tailored to the WA ECE context. It required 15-20 minutes to complete and covered 5 content sections of broad domain interest (see Table 1 ). Importantly, this research intentionally sought the perceptions of all ECE teachers beyond the teacher assigned the responsibility of conducting the assessment in PP. Van Hemel and Snow (2008) assert that "Assessment should not be given without clear plans for follow-up steps that use the information productively and appropriately" (p. 7). It is, therefore, pertinent to examine how OEAL/PIPS were nested in the early learning phase of schoolingto consider their significance to those teaching on either side of the PP year level. Furthermore, it is not uncommon that, over a 5-year period, teachers move between teaching levels in ECE, making the perceptions of a wide cohort of teachers valuable.
The online open questionnaire ran for 3 months (January to March 2015).
A snowball sampling method was used: the questionnaire was endorsed by WA ECE advocacy organisations (aforementioned) and was circulated among their membership.
Members were encouraged to share a weblink with colleagues. It was also promoted through two WA ECE Facebook Interest Groups. In 2015, these organisations collectively had 1000 members and therefore a targeted and accessible research population of 1000 WA ECE teachers. Internal surveys generally receive a 30-40% response rate or more on average.
Therefore, a modest response rate of 365 (36.5%) with 100% completion was deemed by the researcher to be satisfactory. The researcher did not knowingly have prior personal or professional relationships with the participants. All participants were practising early childhood teachers working in WA primary schools (K-Year 2) (see Table 2 ). Participant response was voluntary and did not necessarily reflect the views of the school in which the participants worked.
Following a thorough initial reading of the data, the text was coded thematically using NVivo software. NVivo had no influence on the design of the research; however, it facilitated development of theme nodes that housed relevant excerpts or text from participants who had written extended answers. It also provided a simple-to-work-with structure that enabled understanding of how 365 teacher participants used on-entry assessment data to guide their curriculum decision-making. Reggio Network 25 ECTA Other 37 67 *There may be more than one response to these items Following a thorough initial reading of the data, the text was coded thematically using NVivo software. NVivo had no influence on the design of the research; however, it facilitated development of theme nodes that housed relevant excerpts or text from participants who had written extended answers. It also provided a simple-to-work-with structure that enabled understanding of how 365 teacher participants used on-entry assessment data to guide their curriculum decision-making.
Findings
The findings reported are based on dominant themes derived from responses to questionnaire items. These included short-answer responses, which extended the data scope. It is not within the reach of this paper to provide statistical analysis pertaining to each item; rather, the aim is to provide a summary of the themes in relation to the three research questions. The use of italics in the following writing identifies participants' direct quotes.
What are teachers' perceptions of the OEAL or PIPS programme?
There was diverse feedback pertaining to ECE teachers' perceptions of OEAL/PIPS:
OEAL/PIPS has resulted in minimal change to teaching practice: We believe that our literacy practice is of a high level and other than informing us as to where each child sat with their school entry knowledge and informing us where a good starting point for teaching was, the results of the test did not change our practice at all. We continue to value each child as individuals and plan accordingly which we see as "good practice". The short-answer responses identified issues related to cost, pressure, duration, and ethics surrounding the assessment process. These issues were perceived as significant concerns:
We get two days' relief to administer 30 hours of testing. Teachers test before school, after school, lunch hour, DOTT time to complete the testing. The whole assessment is rushed due to lack of funding for relief teachers.
Obviously "on-entry" means the testing was done at the start of the yearjust when I should have spent time WITH the students, not them having a relief teacher some days and me testing them. As there was no rapport with them -I [PP teacher] was a relative strangermany students were so wary they didn't verbally respond to questioning. Testing was rushed to meet the deadline and no more relief is given. I am under pressure to "prepare" children -" Notably, 42% of teachers indicated that the assessment procedure had a negative impact on students' wellbeing; however, 30% recorded that there was no discussion at their school about the impact of the assessment on children:
From observations and discussions with staff members, the test appears to cause stress to children at a vulnerable time in their education and yet appears to have little value within the school.
Members of WA ECE advocacy organisations are cognisant that when children are pressured to perform beyond their current capabilities and are unable to meet adult expectation, a sense of low level of achievement prevails (Jay, Hesterman & Knaus, 2014; King & Jansen, 2009) :
The test itself is not a bad thingit is an opportunity to sit with students and talk with them and gain data. It is what is done with the information that is inappropriate. It puts undue pressure on students and teachers. It limits the curriculum and tells children they are failing.
Some children have the ability to meet these demands and progress rapidly with learning of concepts, while others progress at slower ratesnevertheless, they are progressing and should not be thought of as "failing"! A prominent theme in participants' responses was that OEAL/PIPS data could be collected through more age-appropriate and alternative means of assessment, including play activities:
The school mandated we attend the PD for PIPS. However, I did not find it particularly useful. I collected the same data as the PIPS testing through hands-on play-based activities and anecdotal notes.
The testing is used to satisfy school needs to track children's learning in a standardised score. Everything that is tested on the PIPS and shown in the results I had recorded, assessed and made professional judgements on through play-based curriculum and activities in my classroom.
Module 1 PP OEAL/PIPS results are now linked to Year 3 NAPLAN high-stakes testing.
This has had a significant impact on the nature of teaching (Thompson, 2012) , with more time spent on direct instruction (Barret-Pugh, 2015; Hesterman, Targowska & Howitt, 2016).
Many teacher participants indicated that administration feedback related to on-entry assessment data directly led to a reduction in their provision of a play-based curriculum.
How do teachers use on-entry assessment data to guide their curriculum decisions?
The on-entry assessment was undertaken in isolation from other school business, with only 50% of teachers involved in a debriefing meeting to discuss the data with the principal or other administration personnel. This meeting usually occurred once a year and focused predominantly on five topics (ranked accordingly): usefulness as a diagnostic tool; students' individual test scores; judgement of teachers' ability to support the learning of literacy;
overall assessment pass rate of the class; and suitability for students with special learning needs.
In response to administration feedback, these teachers made the following changes to practice:
30% Increase in direction instruction.
30% Increase in the development of Individual Education Programs (IEP) for students who were deemed to have failed the assessment.
29% Increase in the preparation of Kindergarten students for on-entry assessment.
27% Increase in the emphasis placed on improving student literacy test scores.
Overall, 44% of the respondents indicated that the assessment had made no change to the way they taught literacy; 33% indicated there had been no change in their knowledge and understanding of literacy required by students for the 21st century (i.e. multimodal communications that include visual, audio, gestural, spatial and tactile modes of meaning (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009 ).
Teachers who used OEAL/PIPS to guide their curriculum decisions provided positive feedback, commenting that the data was used to structure activities to suit students' individual needs and gave focus and direction to their teacher-directed literacy programme.
In 52% of schools represented, the OEAL Module 1 was repeated at the end of the PP to collect additional information for teacher and school accountability purposes:
The principal uses the data to monitor teachers, which puts pressure on themparticularly if they have a weak cohort; and, Somehow we felt defensivewe had to justify the results.
Due to funding, our school never retested [OEAL] at the end of the year. This year we have become an Independent Public School, and funding has been set aside for a retest to use in the school performance evaluations.
Some teachers were pleased that they were able to demonstrate positive gains (with repeat Module 1 data) while maintaining principles they believed underpin play-based learning: Other teachers lamented that the assessment (and the direct instruction that followed) infringed on what they believed to be quality ECE:
From many informal discussions, we generally believe that the testing is a lengthy, boring and tedious process for the children and the teacher. The test is narrow and for many children frightening, as they are withdrawn in the first weeks of school with a new adult in an unusual location and are expected to perform at their best! Admin do not appear to understand the data, except to say that the children are not performing and must be subjected to direct instructionone-hour literacy blocks, guided reading, less outdoor play, etc. Trying to retain a developmental play-based programme is becoming increasingly difficult.
Several teachers questioned the ulterior motives of administration related to collecting data:
Apparently, our data helps us get funding? At my last school, when we did PIPS beginning and end of the year, it was used to show how well teachers "value-added" to each student, which greatly concerned me, as of course, it doesn't show the equally important "value-adding" of learning dispositionsperseverance, patience etc.! Once the test is submitted, nothing is done. It was discussed once in a general staff meetingnot one member of the staff was interested.
Though OEAL/PIPS were never designed to be a summative assessment, there was participant feedback that the results were included in school reports to parents:
It gives me a starting point for my planning and programming and greatly helps with assessment and reporting in both semesters.
In 2015, the introduction of a new school report structure was mandated for primary school students (including PP) to assess academic merit. It employs a 5-point scale (A-E metric, or using language representative of a five-tiered achievement classification). Increasingly, OEAL/PIPS data collected during the early weeks of PP Term 1 is used to determine academic merit in literacy learning: the starting point is not the child's interests.
How do teachers use on-entry assessment data in their implementation of the EYLF?
While the EYLF should be considered when designing an ECE programme (K-Year 2), teacher participants indicated that framework implementation (2010-2014) was at best, minimal, and at worst, outright non-existent:
14% EYLF is not implemented in the early years classrooms at this school.
80% EYLF pedagogy is seldom or never discussed at whole-school meetings with teachers.
74% ECE teachers are seldom or never informed about possibilities for updating their knowledge and skills related to the EYLF.
76% ECE teachers are seldom or never given suggestions on how they can improve students' achievement of the EYLF outcomes.
61% ECE teachers seldom or never contribute to a school development plan that includes the EYLF outcomes.
81% There is seldom or never school acknowledgement for ECE teachers' special effort or accomplishments using the EYLF.
48% ECE goals to be accomplished by teachers at this school are seldom or never consistent with the EYLF principles and practices.
64% In this school, ECE teachers and school administration seldom or never view EYLF quality issues as a collective responsibility.
Overall, teachers perceived the EYLF as a document that supported a play-based curriculum.
Teachers commented that the information sought in the OEAL/PIPS assessment programmes could be gathered during play activities, noting that: Short-answer responses confirmed that there were many instances where the EYLF was not valued by school administration, which impeded its effective implementation:
• Not used with any conviction.
• We are directed to teach Australian Curriculum [AC] Foundation Level. I do my best to use EYLF, but we have a lot of testing with AC, so it is difficult.
• Never been discussed.
• Year 1/2 teacher was unaware of the EYLF until I mentioned it and printed the document off for her.
• Only by certain teachers keen to do soindividual choicedepends on teacher.
• EYLF is given an incredibly low priority and staff are given NO support in its implementation.
• Not encouraged by the principal.
• Not all Kindergarten and Pre-Primary teachers use it.
The following observations were made regarding standardised testing in the context of EYLF implementation. They illustrate Australian Curriculum dominance in the ECE space:
The principal at our school has determined that EYLF can only be called upon for We have the pressure of Australian Curriculum as well as EYLFit feels difficult to satisfy both.
As evident in this research project, the Australian Curriculum overshadows the implementation of the EYLF, impeding recommended pedagogy, practices, and principles.
Discussion
High-quality ECE has many features open to wide interpretation, and "concepts of quality can be nebulous and difficult to assess" (Elliott, 2006, p. 3) . In Australia, however, the EYLF clearly describes features that underpin high-quality ECE for children aged from birth to 5 years of age, including their transition to school (School Curriculum and Standards Authority, 2014). In WA, the Department of Education has endeavoured to extend the relevance of the framework (its pedagogy, practices and principles) to the early years of schooling.
Immediately following the release of the EYLF (2009), there was an expectation that the holistic teaching and learning approaches (including play-based learning) would be strengthened and that the framework would "inspire conversations, improve communication and provide a common language about young children's learning…" (DEEWR, 2009, p. 8) .
In reality, the ad hoc implementation of the EYLF in WA schools (2010-2012) coupled with school focus on the first phase of the Australian Curriculum (2010-2012) worked against "quality assurance" EYLF practices in early years classrooms. In many schools, ECE teachers were directed to engage students in formalised education with intensification of academic content (Hesterman, 2014) .
As highlighted in this research project, the contrasting particulars of policy and curricula documents are most pronounced in the "classroom" learning of early literacy. While it was envisaged that the EYLF would establish a solid foundation for students' successful engagement with the Australian Curriculum (ECA & ACARA, 2011), the mandatory reporting of on-entry and Year 3 NAPLAN has contributed to a pedagogical shift away from "understanding play and playfulness and the significance of these in relation to embodied, empathetic literacy learning" (McArdle & Wright, 2014, p. 32) .
The empirical-based research findings presented in this paper support the anecdotal reports provided to WA advocacy organisations by their members, who teach in the early years of schooling (Hesterman, Targowska & Howitt, 2016) , that standardised tests do not measure "diverse ways of knowing, thinking, doing and being" (O'Rourke, 2005, p. 10). A child's performance in OEAL/PIPS during the early weeks of PP Term 1 (Weeks 3-6) will be determined by parental input during the years prior to commencing school or a K teacher's targeted teaching of its content. There are reports of misconduct when stakes are high; when school integrity and teacher performance are at stake (The Age Victoria, 2013) . In this study, incidences undermining the validity of OEAL/PIPS results were related to poor assessment environments, inexperienced or unqualified assessors, preparing children in K for on-entry to school assessments, and changing assessment instructions to ensure "better" results. There were problems with fairness when judgements based on students' test scores involved different students at two points in time: at the beginning of Week 3 for some students and at the end of Week 6 for otherschildren can overhear and learn a lot in a four-week period.
Cognitively-oriented standardised assessments, particularly in the early years, are fraught with errors and low reliability (Ellingson, 2016) . Diverting scarce instructional dollars from the enhancement of holistic approaches to ECE must be challenged (Viruru, 2006) .
Research has identified the transition to school as a time of potential challenge and stress for children and families, particularly regarding learning expectations (Hirst, Jervis, Visagie, Sojo & Cavanagh, 2011) . This was verified in this study when teachers commented on the stress some children experienced during test conditions when required to perform (or not)
"on-the-spot". School readiness in alphabetic literacy cannot be assumed and preparing children for on-entry assessment diverts from a holistic focus on the child (Melbourne Graduate School of Education, 2008) . Noteworthy in this context is research involving a meta-analysis of 70 longitudinal studies, which confirms that there is little data on the effectiveness of school readiness (including alphabetic knowledge) and that the data that exists is unreliable and inconclusive (La Paro & Pianata, 2001) .
Standardised assessments such as OEAL/PIPS only measure a miniscule sample of young children's knowledge and skills and raise questions related to content-validity bias: whereby the content of the assessment (reflecting middle-class culture) is comparatively more difficult for students who have not been given the same opportunity to learn the material being assessed, and whereby questions are worded in ways that are unfamiliar to certain students because of cultural or linguistic differences. Despite teacher dissatisfaction with OEAL/PIPS, the content and procedures are unlikely to change, as historical data for "tracking" purposes would be made redundant. Until such time that new government sensibilities prevail, the assessment agenda will remain system-driven rather than purpose-fit for the individual child.
There is no single internationally accepted definition of literacy: the definition has evolved over time to reflect changes in society and is subject to different perspectives, contexts and purposes. However, the existing narrow focus on alphabetic literacy (evident in high-stakes testing of OEAL/PIPS) threatens to undermine the broad intention of the EYLF, which acknowledges that literacy needs to be defined broadly and integrate diverse knowledge, skills and dispositions. This continuing narrow focus also threatens to undermine teachers' cultural competence to adopt a strength-based approach that views learning to read the world (Freire, 1987) as being just as important as learning to read the word; an approach that respects multiple cultural and linguistic ways of communicating.
The promotion of OEAL/PIPS also obstructs the expansion of different curricular, pedagogical, and classroom designs that can accommodate cultural and linguistic diversity by utilising twenty-first century communications (New London Group, 1996) . These data sets cradle biases that work against minority populations and represent political or corporate interests rather than child-centred agendas (Viruru, 2006) . Presently, the PD offered aligns with a train-the-trainer model that does not include critical debate on the appropriateness of standardised assessment in ECE nor on how to expand the definition of literacy to include the diverse "multi-literacies" that children bring to school (Cope & Kalantzis, 2013) . This raises the question: whose interests are being served?
Teacher participants confirmed that the synthetic phonics approach to literacy is receiving more attention in extremis (Wyse & Goswa, 2013 Ethical issues related to these forms of assessment also arise when mandatory practices (i.e. direct instruction) have potential to harm children: the testing situation can undermine children's confidence and cause them unwarranted stress by lowing self-concept and levels of academic aspiration (Feeney & Freeman, 2014) . Furthermore, in WA, the child's right to playtime has decreased as more ECE activities are directed towards preparing for formalised assessment.
Conclusion
This research project investigated teacher perceptions of OEAL/PIPS programmes: how teachers used the assessment data to guide their curriculum decisions. When defined within an educational setting, assessment and testing are used to measure how well children are meeting intended targets: testing measures the level of skill or knowledge that has been reached, while assessment involves a more "holistic" process of documenting knowledge, skills, attitudes and beliefsthe goal is to make improvements as opposed to simply being judged (Teaching and Learning with Technology, 2014). It is important to note that while this questionnaire specifically referred to OEAL/PIPS as "assessment", respondents used the word "test" in their open-ended responses. The on-entry programmes were perceived primarily as a "test" through which student, teacher and school were judged for system accountability purposes. Looking forward, the dialogic intersection of conflicting discourses surrounding EYLF and high-stakes testing now associated with WA ECE curriculum can provide a space for different narratives to converge and reconsider the definition of literacy in the 21st century. Recommendations for future research are twofold: investigation of alternative designs for assessing early years' literacy through holistic approaches that include play-based learning; and establishment of a culture of critical reflection and analysis with a special emphasis given to how teachers can broaden the definition of literacy to respect children's cultural and linguistic diversities. 
